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The Ilse of Phonetics in Language Teaching. 

By John L. Hülshof, Public Schools, 42 Bronx, New York. 



The study of phonetics is recognized by authorities as the initial step 
in the mastery of a foreign language. The teacher should therefore con- 
cern himself during the first few lessons with the imparting of the 
knowledge of the vowel and eonsonant sounds preparatory to the subse- 
quent study of the language itself . 

Now, there is perhaps no subject in language-teaching upon whieh 
opinions are more at varianee than that of phonetics. Some language 
teachers are enthusiastic for it, whilst others discourage the systematic 
teaching of phonetics altogether. Perhaps the reason for this difference 
of opinion may be found in the fact, that the strongest opponents of the 
System are either ignorant of phonetics, or eise they never had a chance to 
observe the practical application of phonetics teaching in a language. 

Another potent factor lies no doubt in this, that in English, a 
language with some 45 arbitrary vowels, diphthongs, thriphthongs and 
aphthongs, not to mention digraphs and trigraphs, it is well-nigh im- 
possible to apply a System of phonetics that can be made practical and 
helpful in the schools. Hence the lack of interest in this essential re- 
quisite in language teaching. And right here, I admit that the teaching 
of phonetics is a more or less arduous task, particularly when the classes 
are large and the time allowed for the study of the foreign language has 
to be economized. 

However, the benefits derived from the teaching of phonetics will be 
apparent from the f ollowing reasons : 

1. The pupils will thereby better understand the Clements of speech, 
both in English and German. 

2. They will acquire greater accuracy in the ennunciation of their 
own mother tongue, as well as in that of the foreign language they are 
to study. 

3. The pupils will quickly grasp the idea of what is meant by 
articulation and pronimciation, instead of blindly imitating whatever they 
hear from their teacher. This is particularly the case with older pupils 
and with those whose power of linguistic Imitation is poorly developed. 

The Method itself. 

The teacher may begin by explaining in a practical way that a word 
consists of sounds and that a letter is simply the sign of some elementary 
sound of the human voice. 

Explain what you mean by a sign. 
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?, !, & are signs, but these signs do not represent any sound. — 
5, 8, $, ft are also signs, bnt entirely different from the first. (Use B. B.) 
This has aroused the interest of the pnpils, and here is your psychological 
moment to make them understand what a letter really is. Show the 
pupils that in the so-called aiphabet the letters are arranged in eertain 
groups, the vowels being distribnted at regulär intervals thronghont. 
Tliiis for instance there are three consonants between the vowels a and e, 
iive between the vowels i and o etc. This little seheme will bring the 
vowels into greater prominenee and these primary sornids will appear to 
the pupils in a new light. To further impress upon the pupils the real 
meaning of a letter, i. e. a sign of some elementary sound of the human 
voice, ask them what they would say if at this moment a pretty white 
pigeon should alight right before them on the chair railing, so that they 
could caress it. They will answer with a spontaneous accord — a — . 

Now write this letter on the B. B. and say : here is the sign or letter 
that represents that sound in German. (Do not take any more letters at 
that time, or you will confuse them.) 

The letter a is really the simplest and most common sound in the 
language and presents no diffieulty to the pupil, and hence requires no 
demonstration as to how this sound is produced by the vocal organs. 

Now combine this vowel a with consonants, such as: da^ am, kam, 
hat, war, alt, kalt, etc. Let the pupils read the words thus formed in 
concert, read singly, then form such short sentences as: Karl war da. 
Anna hat das Band. Karl kam am Samstag, etc. etc. The pupils may 
also copy these short sentences from the B. B. on slips of paper. Care 
must be taken that no other vowel sound appears in the words except 
that of piain a. In conclusion, let the teacher show this on the B. B. : 



far 
fall 
fat 
ask 
made 



da 

kam 

war 

krank 

hat 



Let the teacher read both columns, the English words as well as the 
German. Let the pupils read in the same manner. Call the attention of 
the pupils to the variations of the letter a in the English language, and to 
the uniform sound of that same letter in German. This is very important, 
because the pupils will now see and understand that in German the same 
letter always represents the same sound, no matter what position the let- 
ter may occupy in a word. This is quite suflScient for one lesson. 

Before beginning with the next vowel sound it is necessary to review 
the previous lesson almost step by step, then proceed with the next vowel 
sound. 
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Class, attention! This letter represents the sound of — e — . Class 
repeat. again, once more, noch einmal, recht so. The teacher may now 
write on the B. B. such words as: rede, lebe, bete, hebe, dem, den, der; 
also such words as : rate, bade, sage, habe etc. Now form sentences like 
the f oUowing : 

Wer war da ? Emma war da. 

Was hat der Knabe? Er hat den Besen. 

Der Garten hat lange Beete, etc. etc. 

The five piain vowels a, e, i, o, u may thus be tanght and incidentally 
a small stock of vocabnlary be acquired. The first modified sound or ä 
may then be taken up. This sound presents no difficulty to the English 
speaking pupils, because the identical sound, though not the identical 
vowel is found in the English language; for it must be remembered that 
the German word ''Bär" and the English word hear do not appeal to the 
child in exactly the same manner. Prom a psychological standpoint these 
contrasts are very interesting and from a pedagogical point of view, very 
useful. (The absolutely new does not gain our interest in the same way 
as the comparatively old.) 

The modified ö and ü require much practice and patience, because 
these Sounds are absolutely foreign to the English language. With some 
ingenuity and tact these stränge sounds can, however, be easily mastered, 
and we now proceed to the 

Diphthongs, 

Strange as it may seem, it is nevertheless a f act that the great ma- 
jority of our pupils, even in the upper grades, are woefully ignorant as to 
the combination of two or more vowel sounds in one syllable, which form 
diphthongs and triphthongs. A very simple test like the foUowing will 
convince you of this. Write on the B. B. something like this : 



beat 


toil 






boat 


new 


beau 


buoy 


brief 


round 


beauty 


quoit 


fair 


crowd 







Call on some bright pupil to read the words, and then call on other 
pupils to cross ofE the letter in the word that is not pronounced, and you 
will soon find how little definite knowledge your pupils have regarding 
diphthongs and triphthongs. Needless to say that a lesson on such an 
essential part of their own grammar, if given with precision, will clear 
away many of the prejudices your pupils may have when confronted with 
similar combinations in a foreign tongue. 

The question now naturally comes: has the German language any 
diphthongs or triphthongs ? 
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Yes, the German language has diphthongs but no triphtliongs. 
The teacher now proceeds witli an, and forms such words as: aus, 
blau, laut, laufen, kaufen, rauben, etc. etc., after which he forms short 
sentences, such as : 

Der Baum hat grünes Laub. 

Das Kind hat blaue Augen. 

Ist Frau Braun zu Hause? etc. etc. 

Ich schreibe zwei Seiten. 

Das Buch hat drei Teile. 

Ich habe keine Zeit. etc. etc. 
* * * 

Der Freund ist mir treu. 

Eugen ist immer freundlich. 

Deutschland ist in Europa, etc. etc. 

4c H« He 

Wir spielen auf der Wiese. 

Der Diener bringt die Stiefel. 

Ich liebe dieses schöne Spiel, etc. etc. 

Care should he taken not io take more than one new votvel or diph- 
tliong in any one lesson; but the previous lesson or lessons should always 
be reviewed before any new sound or combination of sounds is presented 
to the pupils. This is most essential. 

The work here outlined requires about four weeks of the time allotted 
f or the teaching of the German language in the New York public schools, 
and if the teacher has been judicious in his choice of a vocabulary and has 
made use of proper material at band, the pupils in his class will now be 
familiär with the names of objects in the class-room, the parts of the 
human body, and clothing, as well as with such expressions : Karl ist ein 
Schüler. Wo ist die Kreide? Gehe an die Tafel, Karl. Schreibe das 
Wort an die Tafel. Das ist richtig. Wer fehlt heute? Wo ist die Thür? 
Emil, öffne die Thür. Was ist das? Da sist ein Buch, eine Feder, ein 
Bild. etc. etc. 

All this and much more can be taught along with phonetics. In fact, 
it must not be supposed that any one lesson should be devoted to the teach- 
ing of phonetics exclusively. The experienced teacher will find his own 
way to intersperse a practical drill in sounds with coUoquial forms in a 
variety of ways. To some the time thus spent in the teaching of phonetics 
may seem slow and tedious, nevertheless it is the most essential prepara- 
tion we can give our pupils for the final aim, and that is — comprehensive 
reading of the foreign language, which in tum will create a taste and due 
appreciation of the literature of that language. 

"Still all that we can remember of our studies in the end,* 
is what we have been able to find practical use for." Goethe. 



